Bethel University

Spark
All Electronic Theses and Dissertations
2022

The Most Effective Transition Programming For Middle and High
School Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD)
Matthew Kjell Brunsvold
Bethel University

Follow this and additional works at: https://spark.bethel.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Brunsvold, M. K. (2022). The Most Effective Transition Programming For Middle and High School
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) [Masterʼs thesis, Bethel University]. Spark Repository.
https://spark.bethel.edu/etd/878

This Masterʼs thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Spark. It has been accepted for inclusion in All
Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Spark. For more information, please contact
kent-gerber@bethel.edu.

1

THE MOST EFFECTIVE TRANSITION PROGRAMMING
FOR MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS (ASD)

A MASTER’S THESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY
OF BETHEL UNIVERSITY

BY
MATT BRUNSVOLD

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTERS OF ARTS IN SPECIAL EDUCATION

AUGUST 2022

2

THE MOST EFFECTIVE TRANSITION PROGRAMMING
FOR MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS (ASD)

BY
MATT BRUNSVOLD

APPROVED
THESIS ADVISOR: CHARLES S. STRAND, ED.S.
PROGRAM DIRECTOR: KATIE BONAWITZ, ED.D.

AUGUST 2022

3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Thank you Susan Barnard, Karen Holme, Karin Farrington & Chuck Strand. A big thank
you to my Dad, my sister Sarah, and especially my Mom; thank you for being the best teacher.

4

ABSTRACT
This thesis is a research project focusing on Transition Services for students with autism
spectrum disabilities (ASD). Research was completed regarding evidence-based and effective
transition practices. The findings were organized specific to the transition requirements for the
state of Minnesota. Minnesota mandates that five areas be evaluated for students with
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs): employment, postsecondary education, home living,
recreation & leisure, and community participation. These categories should address the students'
needs which ultimately lead to as successful of a transition into adulthood as possible. The goal
of this thesis is to consolidate these practices and information as well as to help guide these
important students to experience a well-adjusted independent adult life to the best of their ability
level.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Thesis Writer’s Story
Thinking about the very first class of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) this
researcher taught, it’s hard to know exactly where all ten students are at in their journey after
completing high school and transition programming. All students attended Richfield High
School, in Richfield, MN, an inner suburb that borders Minneapolis to the south. The ten
students in the class, all between the ages of 14 and 18, that made up the class were a
combination of 7 students with ASD and 3 students with Developmental Cognitive Disabilities
(DCD). The diversity of social skills, interests, academic abilities, familial support, and
community engagement in that one room makes it impossible now to determine what each
student’s future has led to. With such a variety of backgrounds and situations, preparing for life
after school can be overwhelming due to the highly individualized transition process. The
number of options available for students is immense, and selecting the right path is never simple.
Which option to end up pursuing will end up being related to what best suits the student and their
interests, goals, and skills.
As this was this researcher's first teaching position, this writer was placed with a mentor,
Karen Holme, and they became co-teachers for a few classes. When this researcher met her for
the first time, Ms. Holme said something so simple yet significant and it has stayed with the
author to this day. “Teach them to be independent” was what the mentor said, and it has
remained unforgettable through the writing of this project. The quote was most likely memorable
due to the fact that it forced the researcher to connect what was happening daily in the classroom
to the student’s everyday life. Everything that is done in this classroom for students with
disabilities is to prepare them for independence and transitioning to life after school. This was
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going to be the biggest focus for the author as a teacher in this specific classroom, especially
when following the guidelines of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
IDEA is the current name for the original law, “Education for All Handicapped Children
Act (EAHCA)” first enacted by the United States Congress in 1975 as Public Law 94-142 (U.S.
Office of Special Education Programs, 2022, p. 4). This required the provision of services for
students with disabilities between the ages of 3 to 21. Passing this law was a way “to assure that
all children with disabilities have available to them … a free appropriate public education which
emphasizes special education and related services designed to meet their unique needs” (U.S.
Office of Special Education Programs, 2022, p. 4) This creation of free, appropriate public
education was a great stepping stone in regards to improving education for all students with
disabilities. Providing a quality education for students with disabilities seemed to be the main
focus of this monumental legislation. Before the historic act, two main groups of students raised
concern in the educational system. In the “History of the IDEA” provided by the US Department
of Education, those two groups are described as either students who had “limited” access to
public education or those who were completely excluded from the education system.
According to the same document, the group that had limited access to an appropriate
education was the majority of all students with disabilities in America at the time. As alarming as
that statistic was, the number of students with disabilities that were not even being provided an
education was over one million (U.S. Office of Special Education Programs, 2022, p. 4). After
implementing this significant change the educational opportunities for students with disabilities
improved, but something that was still lacking was the explicit goals for these students when
their time in the school system comes to an end.
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The next area that seemed to be missing was the bridging and connecting between
schooling and preparing students for life after childhood education. Petcu, et al., in the abstract
of their article, stated that fifteen years after the passage of EAHCA, transition services
specifically were first included in the act with the 1990 amendments that changed the name to
the IDEA. These amendments emphasized the need for an Individualized Transition Plan (ITP)
that would be included as a part of the Individualized Education Plan (IEP). The full definition
direct from the legislation defined “transition services” as “a coordinated set of activities for a
child with a disability that:
•

Is designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is focused on improving the
academic and functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the child’s
movement from school to post-school activities, including postsecondary education,
vocational education, integrated employment (including supported employment);
continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community
participation;

•

Is based on the individual child’s needs, taking into account the child’s strengths,
preferences, and interests; and

•

Includes instruction, related services, community experiences, the development of
employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, if appropriate, acquisition
of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation.” (U.S. Department of
Education., 2017, p. 49)
The age range for transition services had originally been required to start at 14 years old

but amendments to IDEA regulations in 2006 changed the minimum age to 16 for transition
services to be addressed on a student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) (Zirkel, 2007, p. 66).
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State regulations can differ on when transition services are required to be included in the IEP but
federally, the requirement is at least by the 16th birthday of the student. Specifically related to
this researcher and the institution’s location, Minnesota’s state laws require transition services to
be identified by the age of 14 or when the student is entering ninth grade. The most recent
federal “regulations specify that transition services at age 16 include appropriate measurable
postsecondary goals based upon age appropriate transition assessments related to training,
education, employment, and where appropriate, independent living skills” (Zirkel, 2007, p. 66).
Knowing these transition service definitions is essential to creating the secondary
education system that will be used to provide them. This researcher, having been a high school
special education teacher, was tasked with providing these transition services for those 10
students previously mentioned. This included “identifying appropriate employment and other
post school adult living objectives for the student; referring the student to appropriate community
agencies; and linking the student to available community resources, including job placement and
other follow-up services” (U.S. Department of Education., 2017, p. 7). The range of abilities in
the classroom also meant that independent living skills needed to be addressed as part of the
IEP’s transition services for students with more severe disabilities or specific disability aspects
that would make living on their own difficult or impossible. The “Transition Guide to
Postsecondary Education and Employment for Students and Youth with Disabilities (2017)”
includes some examples as “...self-advocacy, management of the home and personal finances,
and the use of public information” (U.S. Department of Education., 2017, p. 7).
Relating specifically to students with ASD, social and behavior skills are key components
of the disability that could impact life after their exit from school and if necessary, should be
identified and included as part of their transition services as a goal to work on. Especially as
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“Several studies have indicated that people with ASD are more likely to lose their employment
for behavioral and social interaction reasons rather than their inability to perform work tasks”
(Westbrook et al., 2015, p. 11) This researcher talked to a high school special education teacher
who worked with a student with ASD who had a behavioral incident during high school that
involved him using his computer science interest to illegally enter into his school’s records.
Transition services and the case manager’s support were able to help this student succeed in a
more positive manner where he eventually completed two internships with NASA and earned a
four year degree to become a professional computer scientist. On a different side of the
experience spectrum, a student with ASD who had had the same teacher, found personal success
after being connected to a Vocational Rehabilitation case manager and learning to independently
navigate city bus transportation (S. Barnard, personal communication, July 2, 2022).
Transition services are an essential part of a successful move from school to adult life.
Different students with entirely different types of disabilities can have incredibly different
definitions of success which will be individually addressed in their IEPs. And as discussed,
transition services will be a part of the student’s IEPs at least by the age of 16 and unfortunately
not always the most effective or appropriate. And even worse, according to Petcu et. al (2014),
“failing to address transition services at all is one of the 10 most common mistakes that school
district personnel make when developing students' IEPs” (p. 1). While individuals with ASD
have varying abilities, using the public school system to improve educationally is a legally
protected right. This researcher’s motivation was heightened by a quote from a parent of a child
with ASD, “When my son left high school, it was as though he fell off the face of the earth”
(Manassis, 2020, p. 11). No parent should feel this way if transition services are properly
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identified and provided. The goal of this thesis will be to provide a guide to the most effective
transition services for students with ASD.
Thesis Question
What are the most effective Transition Program services for middle and high school
students with autism spectrum disorders (ASD)?
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
RESEARCH PROCESS
Research for this literature review was conducted at a couple different locations. The first
place where a database was accessed was the Galaxie Library in Apple Valley, Minnesota and
the second was the Bethel University Library in Arden Hills, Minnesota. Databases that were
included in searches were ERIC (EBSCOhost), Academic Search Premier, and ProQuest
Educational Journals. Searches were conducted using terms such as “transition services”,
“autism spectrum disorders”, and “individual education plan”. Four books were loaned from the
Galaxie Library to be included in the research as well. For specific special education legislation,
government-run websites were referenced after google searches. Two government created
transition guides and historical reports were used after being accessed via links in already
searched for journal articles.
WORK/EMPLOYMENT
Minnesota special education requirements for transition planning require an evaluation to
assess transition needs in five different categories (Minnesota Disability Law Center, 2004, p. 2).
The five categories being employment, recreation and leisure, home living, community
participation, and post-secondary education. The needs identified from the evaluation will be
used to write goals and objectives for the student for whom the school will provide services.
These five different categories will serve as the main connections between points of research.
Types of employment for a student with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can be widely
different depending on the individual’s abilities and skills, but as a whole, compared to students
with other disabilities, students with ASD have been found to have “earned lower wages, had
fewer skills, and had the lowest rate of paid employment” (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 65).
Burgess and Cimera describe how little information was actually in existence about employment
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outcomes for transition aged individuals with ASD. The two researchers identified this as a topic
and wanted to assess those outcomes with a state by state approach focusing on data from
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services. Along with the data from VR service providers, this
article referenced data from the two National Longitudinal Transition Studies (NLTS) as they are
studies of large numbers of transition aged individuals with disabilities that continued for 10
years. Four main questions were addressed in this research article, the first being “How many
transition-aged adults with ASD were served by VR, and what percentage of the entire VR
population did this group comprise?” (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 68). As a whole country, the
data showed that transition-aged adults with ASD who were accessing VR services were
increasing in numbers over those 10 years. Minnesota on its own saw a 261% increase over that
same time period, starting with 28 individuals in 2002 and serving 308 in 2011. Also increasing
was the percentage of transition-aged adults with ASD when compared to the entire VR
population (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 68).
The second question that the research article focused on were specific outcomes of
transition-aged adults with ASD in regards to the number employed, how many hours were
worked weekly, and what was the amount of wages earned. Across the country, the percentage of
transition-aged adults with ASD that VR assisted in gaining employment was 36% (Burgess and
Cimera 2014, p. 68). Minnesota was slightly lower than the country’s total mean at 31% and also
saw a decrease of 12% between the first five years compared to the second five (Burgess and
Cimera 2014, p. 74). The article did note that smaller states had a large percentage of variability
due to the lower number of applicable study participants. This note also applies to the other
categories of hours worked as well as wages earned. The data showed that “the number of hours
worked per week by transition-aged adults with ASD was fairly stable (M = 24, Range 22-26)
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across all states” (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 69). Specifically in Minnesota, the total mean
number of hours worked per week was 25, while seeing an increase of 4 hours over the 10 years
(Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 76). As for the wages earned, $198 was the mean wage per week
over the last decade for the country as a whole (Burgess & Cimera 2014, p. 69). $220 was the
total weekly mean wage for Minnesota transition-aged adults with ASD which actually increased
its mean wage over the decade by $41 (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 78).
Question three of the study asked what the cost of the VR services provided to transitionaged adults with ASD was, and whether the cost went up or down over the 10 years. Put simply,
“the yearly mean cost ($2,437) of providing VR services…was fairly consistent over time,
although there was much within and between state variability” (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 77).
At around 50% of the country's total mean cost for VR services, Minnesota’s total mean cost per
individual was $1,286 (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 80).
The fourth and final question asked how employment outcomes of those with ASD
compare to the entire population of those served by VR. At just over 6% more, the population of
transition-aged adults with ASD found employment with VR services more successfully than the
total population of those receiving VR services (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 73). Despite finding
more success at employment than the total VR population, transition-aged adults with ASD still
worked less, earned less, and were more expensive to serve (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 79). A
significant note that the researchers identified was that the findings of working less, earning less,
and being more expensive to serve could be due to the large spectrum of ASD severity. With
some more able transition-aged adults with ASD finding a job/other alternative path
independently, the population that utilizes VR services are more likely to have more severe ASD
characteristics (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 79). Ultimately, the article concluded that this
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research was designed to help the employment outcomes of those with ASD due to dual benefits
of providing “enhanced quality of life” to the individual while as a whole, governments benefit
from reduced financial burdens (Burgess & Cimera, 2014, p. 82).
Along with the two benefits listed above, employment for those with ASD is also a
growing necessity as stated in Westbrook et al.’s systematic review on transition services due to
the increasing number of ASD diagnoses in society (Westbrook et al., 2015, p. 11). Coupled with
the fact that those with ASD are among the least likely to be employed, the review wanted to
identify existing interventions (behavioral and social) and their effectiveness in producing an
outcome of successful employment. The interventions to be used in this review were picked to
focus on behaviors and social interactions due to this being the more likely reason for people
with ASD to lose their employment (Westbrook et al., 2015, p. 11). Specifically identified as
social challenges in employment could include the “lack of social understanding, such as failure
to respect others’ personal space, talking too little or too much, overreliance on supervisors, and
inappropriate dress or personal habits” (Westbrook et al., 2015, p. 11).
Along with providing a behavioral and/or social intervention, selections for this review
needed to include an employment outcome for those with ASD to objectively determine its
effectiveness. A last requirement of the intervention’s research design was that it had to use an
“experimental or randomized controlled trial design, quasi-experimental design (QED), or
single-subject experimental design (SSED)”, for scientific based confidence (Westbrook et al.,
2015, p. 11). One might assume based on the growing, large population of students with ASD
that scientifically sound research has been completed but the result of this review was eyeopening.
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After extensive research, the reviewers were able to find 5,665 articles that involved
interventions for those with ASD. Of those initially identified, 85 were selected to see if they met
the three criteria: a scientific experimental study, an intervention, and a quantitative employment
outcome (Westbrook et al., 2015, p. 14). None of the 85 selected studies met this criteria, which
highlights this review’s motivation by showing the “absence of a scientifically rigorous literature
base addressing the effectiveness of school-to-work transition programs” (Westbrook et al.,
2015, p. 15). As shown by the original search of 5,665 articles, there was a choice amount of
exceptional qualitative research that was found, reviewed, and displayed in a well summarizedchart:
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From (Westbrook et al., 2015) “Transition Services for Youth with Autism: A Systematic Review” p. 17-18

An example of a qualitative study completed, but one that unfortunately did not include
quantitative outcomes, was an article that outlined a concerted effort to help prepare students
with disabilities for finding employment in a rural setting. One particular school district in rural
Arkansas was worried that their special education students were graduating with inadequate
transition preparation (Baugher & Nichols, 2008, p. 1). Finding employment for students with
disabilities can be difficult, linked with being in a rural setting, geographic barriers only add
more challenges. Studies that involved details specific to these population and location
demographics were included to highlight the difficulties that this population faced. These related
studies showed that rural transition-aged students “may have lower career expectations than
adolescents who live in urban and suburban settings” and may face challenges including “lack of
occupational opportunities, limited industry, lack of public transportation, and high
unemployment” (Baugher & Nichols, 2008, p. 3). These studies encouraged the district involved
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to implement a more standardized transition program that included a transition job fair as the
major component.
The planning and preparation of the transition fair was completed by special education
teachers, the building principals, and guidance counselor who contacted four social service
agencies and 45 employers within a 25 mile radius to attend. A disappointment of the fair’s
result was the somewhat low turnout of the agencies and employers. Only one of the four
contacted resource agencies responded but did not attend, and of the 31 employers who had
originally agreed to participate, just 18 actually attended (Baugher & Nichols, 2008, p. 3).
One aspect of the transition fair that was unique was how it was arranged for the students
with disabilities. The event lasted two hours, with the first half hour strictly involving students
with disabilities in grades 8 through 12. The remaining hour and a half included general
education students in grades 11-12, a piece thought important to entice the employers to attend
and not solely focusing on students with disabilities. A disappointing piece to note was that
parents of the students with disabilities were invited to attend and support but none accompanied
their child at the event.
At the conclusion of the fair, the employers and students were asked to complete an
evaluation that asked whether they agree or disagree about the event’s information, organization,
and prospects. Despite the lack of attendance by parents and social service agencies, the
evaluations completed showed “with few exceptions, the students strongly agreed” that the
transition fair was of value and “every employer evaluator gave positive feedback” (Baugher &
Nichols, 2008, p. 5). While this article was without employment outcomes, it was positively
reviewed as a possible transition strategy; a study that did include examples of employee
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outcomes, albeit a small sample size of two, was completed by Schall et al. about a specific
transition model for employment called Project SEARCH.
Project SEARCH is an already established program for youth with developmental
disabilities such as intellectual or learning disabilities that Schall et al. wanted to repurpose for
youths with ASD. This program was selected because of its structured and thoroughly designed
model that would include significant job training and support ongoing during the placement
(Schall et al., 2012, p. 145). The central idea of Project SEARCH is that the school day will be
spent entirely at the workplace for the length of the school year with a combination of
“classroom instruction and on-the-job training that cannot be achieved with occasional visits…or
simulated work environments” (Schall et al., 2012, p. 145). School days will be scheduled with 1
hour of individualized job skills instruction before 4 hours of working at the site and followed up
with a 45 minute wrap-up time in the classroom. Job skills instruction for students with ASD will
usually be related to social interactions and communication due to hallmark ASD characteristics.
One other important aspect is the rotation of the internship placement. Students will
complete three different internships each 10-12 weeks. Due to these requirements, this seems to
only be feasible with large businesses, like a hospital, which is where the case studies from this
article completed their internships. The third listed critical component of project SEARCH is the
collaboration between the “school staff, host business liaisons, rehabilitative services agency
staff, developmental and/or IDs agency staff, employment services organization staff, transition
students, and their families” (Schall et al., 2012, p. 146). Project SEARCH was altered for
students with ASD by providing a slightly higher ratio of staff to interns that starts with 2 interns
for each staff member. Two case studies, Aiden and Jason, were described to show how the
model can work with students with ASD.
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Aiden was the first case study provided whose internship was not his first work related
experience, having completed internships at fast food restaurants as an IEP related service, but he
had not had any paid employment (Schall et al., 2012, p. 151). Social behaviors were the largest
challenge for Aiden, who started in the radiology department and struggled refraining from
invading others’ personal space and touching them. The job coach assigned to work with Aiden
provided a couple of instructional strategies, visual supports and role-playing scenarios, to help
Aiden comprehend appropriate situational interactions. Part of the reason for rotating internships
is for employers and supervisors to learn about the individual’s strengths and interests which
allow for a better match in types of work. Aiden, for example, “worked best when completing
repetitive tasks, cleaning, and following rules…This knowledge resulted in a match to the
infection control department for his final internship” (Schall et al., 2012, p. 151). Aiden
continues to struggle the most with social interactions but with the job coach’s instruction, he
continued to make progress and be employed after the completion of the internship earning
$9.14/hour for 20 hours a week (Schall et al., 2012, p. 152).
Jason was the other provided case study who did have part-time employment beforehand
as a cleaner at a movie theater as well as similar fast food internships (Schall et al., 2012, p. 152).
His struggles in his first internship came from a job that required him to set his own schedule,
which in turn led to Jason rushing through tasks “to read or watch television in the break room”
(Schall et al., 2012, p. 152-153). Jason’s job coach then helped him improve his work habits by
creating schedules that included periods of tasks that could be self-monitored. “Jason had to
complete a certain number of tasks before each break he received” (Schall et al., 2012, p. 153).
Again, the rotation of internships allowed for an improved match for the third internship which
Jason completed in the hospital’s ICU where his positive attitude was greatly appreciated even
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though his work quality was inconsistent. Jason was also successful in being hired on to continue
in the ICU at the same rate of pay and hours as Aiden (Schall et al., 2012, p. 154). Seeing the
progress and achievements of these transition aged students with ASD in the community goes to
show that, with significant training on the job, those with ASD can see their employment
opportunities improve.
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION
Motivation for improving transition services for those with ASD cited in the majority of
reviewed articles was the increasing rate of diagnoses for ASD in general. Going another step
further, Shmulsky et al, have posited that “heightened awareness of ASD symptoms, improved
special education programs in schools, and greater access to therapies and medications have
likely contributed to a rise in numbers of college students with ASD, a trend that is expected to
continue” (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 236). With the number of college students with ASD rising
and knowing that colleges have both financial and ethical purposes to retain students that have
been admitted, a liberal arts college in Vermont created a transition program for students with
ASD whose intelligence is average to above average (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 236).
The transition program, meant to address the social challenges and possible anticipatory
anxiety of beginning college, is completed by 25-30 students who have volunteered (Shmulsky et
al., 2015, p. 236). The program is comprised of 6 practices which include: contacting students
and their parents early, orienting small groups on campus early, building working relationships
with parents, finding advisors with ASD knowledge, identifying and meeting the residential
needs of students, and providing support throughout the first year (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p.
237). The first practice of early contact allows the disability services office to get to know the
student and start coordinating possible resources. Such possible resources needing information
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about the incoming student could be residential life, counseling, and/or health services
(Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 237).
One of the more important elements of the program is allowing the student and family to
find their way around the campus in an early visit. To help reduce anticipatory anxiety, students
could interact with orientation leaders during these visits to learn about advising, residential life,
and any possible aspects of social culture at the college that would be helpful to know (Shmulsky
et al., 2015, p. 237).
Thirdly, parents of students with ASD usually can provide very helpful information about
the student in an orientation session to benefit the college while also being made aware of typical
challenges for students with ASD and the available resources on campus to assist them
(Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 237).
Fourthly, having advisors that are knowledgeable of learning disabilities or special
education is beneficial due to the fact they are more aware of the disability and know how to best
support students who have it. This knowledge will help them be better advisors by knowing how
to “notice problems in their earliest stages, be willing to provide direct feedback on
unconventional behavior, and encourage students to develop self-knowledge and self-advocacy
skills” (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 237).
The penultimate practice in the transition program was identifying the residential needs
of the students which could include sensory sensitivity, a positive roommate selection, or in more
severe symptoms single rooms may be considered (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 238). Having
residence hall staff with experience in working with students with ASD is always preferable if
possible. These first five practices all are most beneficial if provided early in the transition
process but the last practice involves supplementing the support for the student throughout their
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first year. Possible support during the year could be varied but might include organizational
support, mentoring from peer mentors, or evening sessions in necessary topics like social skills
and using campus resources (Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 238).
The article is summarized by describing the results of the first year of the transition
program that included 30 students. 27 of which successfully completed the first year, which at a
rate of 90%, is slightly higher than the 84% of all first year students at the same college
(Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 238). Also slightly higher than the rest of the first year students was
the GPA of the Transition Program, 2.74 when compared to 2.58. The article asserts that this
data showed that the students who completed the transition program achieved a level of success
comparable to their peers. The six practices described in this article could be used in whole to
replicate a similar program or only have a couple practices adopted but the goal is the same, to
provide practical suggestions to increase retention and graduation of students with ASD
(Shmulsky et al., 2015, p. 239). These practices are wonderful examples of what can be applied
to a specific group of students with ASD, as they are individuals who are already accepted to a
college and intelligence of a certain level, by a postsecondary institution. What more might a
secondary school do to help increase college enrollment for those transition-aged students with
ASD?
Again citing the increasing rates of ASD in the educational system and low college
enrollment rates for students with ASD, even among those receiving special education services, a
study by Wei et al. (2016) intended to determine a correlation between transition planning
participation and goal-setting with college enrollment for the population of students with ASD.
The college enrollment rates for students with ASD, both 2 and 4 year colleges, was 32%. This
rate was the “third lowest among youth in 12 special education disability categories and much
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lower than that of youth in the general population…70%” (Wei et al., 2016, p. 3). The benefit
from obtaining a Bachelor’s degree is shown by reports from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
that show those with a Bachelor’s degree earn $381 more per week than those with little to no
college experience (Wei et al. 2016, p. 3).
Postsecondary education is to be addressed in a transition plan for students with
disabilities and the IDEA legislation has most recently been updated to mandate that students be
invited to any IEP meeting that would discuss such topics (Wei et al., 2016, p. 4). With this new
requirement, as Wei et al. cite in their study, students are attending their IEP meetings in higher
numbers but without having direct instruction about the meetings, their participation is relatively
low.
Despite the low participation, multiple sources have concluded that an important aspect
of effective transition plans, is student involvement (Wei et al., 2016, p. 4). An interesting
connection mentioned was between the expectations of students with ASD and their actual
transition plans. “61.7% and 54.2% reported that they ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ would complete
a 2-year or 4-year college degree…Yet, only 22.9% of students with autism had a goal in their
transition plan of attending a 2- or 4-year college” (Wei et al., 2016, p. 4). Highlighting the lack
of attendance, participation, and these study results, the authors were hoping to showcase the gap
between student expectations and actual transition plans. A novel aspect of this research was the
use of propensity scores that were used in an attempt to eliminate factors that would affect
postsecondary attendance besides the focuses of the research, being student participation or the
inclusion of a specific college enrollment goal on their transition plan.
The authors made sure to include five potentially confounding covariates that could also
affect enrollment rates: the presence of ADD/ADHD, measurements of the students’ social skills,
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conversational ability, self-care skills, and functional cognitive skills (Wei et al., 2016, p. 6).
After adjusting results with the propensity scores, the research showed that “40.29% of students
with ASD had actively participated in their transition planning meetings, and 24.20% had a
primary transition goal of college enrollment in their transition plan” (Wei et al., 2016, p. 10).
Active transition planning by the student and having a transition goal of college enrollment were
both connected with an increased chance in a 2 or 4-year college enrollment for those with ASD.
Brought up again in the discussion was the gap between youth who expected to attend a
postsecondary institution (84.4%) and those who actually did have a transition goal of
postsecondary education (24.2%). This stark contrast showed the importance of including youth
in the transition planning process so their expectations can match their transition plans more
accurately. As intended, this research demonstrated a significant connection between transition
planning for those with ASD and college enrollment, which can be used in the future to highlight
the importance of involvement from the student themselves. A different, yet very successful path
for many of postsecondary education is not specifically addressed in the research such as if it is
vocational or technical education.
In place of the more traditional academic postsecondary institutions, vocational education
includes training, both academic and technical, for specific careers. Michael Harvey argued in
2001 that vocational education would be a beneficial and effective solution for special education
students who were at risk of dropping out of school. The motivation for the need for dropout
prevention techniques come from the fact that “students with disabilities drop out of school at a
rate three times that of their peers” (Harvey, 2001, p. 2). An interesting inclusion was a list of
reasons that parents of students with disabilities who have left school which included: they were
not doing well, they did not like school, they were bored, they married or became parents, or
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they had behavioral problems (Harvey, 2001, p. 2). These reasons could be addressed with a
vocational program that keeps students in school while preparing them for competitive
employment.
If an increasing number of students do end up dropping out, the results for society could
be as negative as “higher rates of incarceration and the associated cost, greater social service
demands, and a reduced overall tax base” (Harvey, 2001, p. 2). In addition to helping these
students complete their secondary education, these vocational programs could also help improve
students’ academic abilities. One source used the National Longitudinal Transition Study
(NLTS) results and found that those students with disabilities who took vocational courses had
higher attendance rates which led to a much lower probability of dropping out (Harvey 2001, p.
3). Vocational education encourages students to complete their education while also reducing
their risk of unemployment by learning useful skills.
Six recommendations were listed for professionals working with transition-aged students
in making effective transition plans that could include vocational education. The first
recommendation is to make sure that the student is provided with ample career awareness that is
related to their own interests and needs while remaining realistic. Secondly, research vocational
education as an option, correct information could lead to an appropriate secondary
vocational/technical education placement. The third recommendation was to require the students
with disabilities and their parents to be active participants in their own transition program
planning. Participation from all parties tends to make more practical connections between the
transition planning process and adult outcomes. Ensuring that transitional goals remain outcome
based and realistic was the fourth listed recommendation. This was followed by a
recommendation that vocational educators be present as a team member when vocational
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education is a viable option for the student with a disability. The last recommendation was to
create a relationship between the special and vocational educators built on effective
communication. These recommendations formed the basis for this article’s practical usage as an
argument for vocational education to be an effective intervention for the high rates of students
with disabilities dropping out of school (Harvey, 2001, p. 5).
RECREATION AND LEISURE / HOME LIVING / COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
One difficulty when researching articles concerning transition programming for students
with ASD was specifically finding those relating to the categories of recreation and leisure, home
living, community participation. An article that involved such topics but did not focus on them
independently was authored by Kelly D. Roberts and mentioned important topic areas to include
in transition planning for students with ASD who will be attending postsecondary education
programs. The topic areas listed in the article will be most effective if they are considered
following a collection of current information gathered about the student as a foundation from
which to build from.
Career exploration is described as an important topic area due to the fact that
postsecondary education placement needs to be aligned early to meet the personal abilities and
values of the student. A self-assessment is a good starting point to narrow down possible
employment areas which can lead into job shadowing, mentoring, or internships in a specific
field (Roberts, 2010, p. 159). Another topic area includes aligning a determined career path with
appropriate preparatory classes that address a student’s educational goals. Some careers may
require a vocational education track while others will be more academic. Identifying one’s own
learning style is another important topic area that will maximize the student’s effective learning,
recall of information, and time management (Roberts, 2010, p. 160).
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Many learning style assessments are available to identify a learning style but it has also
been shown that learning styles can be determined by observation. “Asking questions about
various class activities and the degree of recall of each activity by the student can verify a
student’s individual learning style” (Roberts, 2010, p. 160).
A necessity for postsecondary students with disabilities is effective self-advocacy skills
which begins with disclosing one’s own disability. These students should know their strengths
and weaknesses so they are able to inform those at the institution of their needs and if support is
required. Similar to self-advocacy is understanding what accommodations are possible and/or
necessary for their own success. Such accommodations can be used to assist with academics with
modifications or improving accessibility. As postsecondary education is not under the same legal
requirements as the K-12 education system, students with disabilities must be able to
independently disclose their disability and accommodations, which many find challenging.
Students who actively participate in their IEP meetings will find it easier to identify their
own accommodations (Roberts, 2010, p. 160). One area of consideration was that collaboration
between multiple team members creates the most effective transition plans. Bringing together the
people who are most involved in the students’ lives, agencies that will benefit the student, and
those who will support the student in the postsecondary setting would be the ideal team
establishing a successful transition (Roberts, 2010, p. 161). A penultimate topic area for
transition plans would be technology, including both general and assistive technology. Two
aspects to consider about general technology would be: whether or not the student is able to use
the technology necessary in the postsecondary setting and determine “if there is everyday
technology that may be beneficial” (Roberts, 2010, p. 161).
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Lastly, time management skills are highly important for the postsecondary student.
Typical of ASD, schedule and routines are essential to completing the day for many students
who may struggle with the possible schedule changes that occur in the postsecondary setting.
Schedule changes, including a canceled class, may create unexpected periods of time which
might cause anxiety in students with ASD. Learning effective time management skills will be
helpful for these students in managing these changes and remaining effective (Roberts, 2010, p.
161).
Teachers can perform simple google searches to find needs and goals in the areas of
home living, recreation & leisure, and community participation. The category of home living
could include goals for improving skills such as being able to do laundry, cook meals, money
management, personal hygiene, and using basic cleaning products. Recreation and leisure skills
should be focused on developing activities based on the student’s interests. These activities
should provide a comfortable balance between the individual’s work life and personal life.
Community participation allows a student to interact with their neighborhood to a fuller extent.
Some topics for instruction would include public transportation, using the post office, making
necessary purchases, or joining local clubs and organizations. These specific areas will help the
student be a more independent and active citizen in the community.
AGE
One aspect extremely important for effective transition plans is discussing when they
should begin. As stated earlier, federal requirements mandate that transition plans must begin
before the age of 16, with some states requiring a younger age of 14. This legislation was in
response to research in the mid-1980’s that estimated 87% of all adults with disabilities were
unemployed (Cimera et al., 2013, p. 88). More recent studies have shown an increase in
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employment for adults with disabilities, but there is still more that could be done as shown by a
couple studies that have shown that “more than half of young adults with ASD did not participate
in paid employment or post-secondary education 2 years after exiting high school” (Cimera et
al., 2013, p. 88).
One suggestion to address these low rates of employment/post-secondary education is to
include transition services in IEP’s earlier than the age of 16 as required federally. The point of
this research was to discover if there is a benefit in terms of employment outcomes by beginning
transition services 2 years earlier (Cimera et al., 2013, p. 89). Two groups of subjects were to be
compared, one group of participants came from states where transition services were required to
begin by 14 years old and the other from states that were required by 16. To help eliminate other
mitigating factors that affect employment for students with ASD, participants were randomly
matched to another in the other group only if they matched across seven different demographics.
The seven variables included age, gender, ethnicity, level of education, severity of disability, and
primary & secondary disabilities (Cimera et al., 2013, p. 89).
Three specific questions were asked using these two groups of participants: did early
transition services provide higher odds of being employed, lower the cost to serve as adults than
students, and/or higher numbers of hours worked or wages earned? In regards to the first
question, a statistically significant difference was found between the early service group and the
later service group. 69.1% of the early service group was employed, compared to 52.5% of the
later service group (Cimera et al., 2013, p. 91).
Interestingly, when both groups as a whole are compared, the cost of services is mostly
similar. The authors do add that when comparing just the employed subjects of both groups,
there was a significant difference in cost of services in three of the four years analyzed (Cimera
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et al., 2013, p. 91). Concerning the number of hours worked weekly, both groups worked a
comparable amount. The number of hours worked each week may be comparable but again in
three of the years researched, those in the early transition stages earned more weekly than those
in the later transition states (Cimera et. al., 2013, p. 91). The exact average amounts were
$187.68 per week for those in the early transition states compared to $140.52 per week for the
later transition states (Cimera et. al., 2013, p. 92). In conclusion, this research provides evidence
that earlier transition services increase the odds of employment for students with ASD and could
produce higher wages earned.
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CHAPTER III: APPLICATION OF RESEARCH
Every imaginable item that a student with ASD learns while being educated in a school
system could be thought of as information/skills that will help them succeed as an adult. The
research shown in the literature review supports that, early, structured, and intentional transition
plans have shown to be the most effective. The most prevalent source of early transitional skills
for students with ASD will likely be academic and social skills instruction. These important
curriculum decisions should be determined at an IEP meeting that includes the following: the
student’s parents, at least one general education teacher, at least one special education teacher, a
district representative, all other related service providers, and especially the student. As
discovered in the literature review, student participation in transition services planning increases
the likelihood of post high school success, especially the area of employment. All participants
will have unique and valuable information about the student which will help identify the
students’ needs, interests, preferences, and strengths.
Parent and student transition interviews are extremely helpful to be completed before IEP
meetings. For students with ASD who don’t struggle with verbal communication, the following
questions are great interview tools used by Public School District 622, North St. Paul Schools for
both students and parents:
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A modified way to encourage participation in transition planning for students with
limited verbal communication or those comfortable with picture related communication would
be with an interview like this example created by Brynn Biggs:
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From (Biggs, 2017) “Life Skills Transition Interview” p. 5-6, 8-9

As stated before, this researcher is employed in Minnesota and will focus on transitional
planning based on its State requirements. Needs from the following five transition areas required
by Minnesota are: employment, post-secondary education, recreation & leisure, home living, and
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community participation. Keeping in mind the expanse of the ASD spectrum, many students will
have wildly different options available to them. These differences are important to note as all
transitional needs identified will be representative of the individual’s abilities.
WORK/EMPLOYMENT
IEPs that include goals for employment have been shown to improve the likelihood of a
student becoming employed. These goals and preparation for employment readiness should
begin with career investigation activities that popularly include interest surveys. These activities
should help the student identify a possible employment area to pursue which will guide postsecondary decision making. If a student is interested in entering the workforce immediately after
high school, there are many available services that should be provided. Opportunities and
instruction in work skills should include mock interviews, job fairs, work site tours, employment
paperwork (résumé, cover letter, and interview thank yous), etc.
Other programs that have been shown to be effective include work based experiences as a
part of their education. These work-based experiences could be either paid or volunteer
internships, but both will be more successful when the student is integrated as much as possible
with the work environment. If appropriate for the student, a referral to Vocational Rehabilitation
(VR) would be necessary well in advance of the student planning to leave the school setting. VR
is available for those who have a disability that makes gaining/maintaining employment a
challenge and could benefit from either work or independent living skills. As a part of applying
for VR services, students and their parents will be interviewed to determine eligibility which
could end up providing significant agency support for the student.
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POST SECONDARY EDUCATION
Another viable option for many students with ASD after exiting the secondary school
system would be a type of post-secondary education or training. Post-secondary education could
be attended in a variety of forms: technical college, a 2-year college, or 4-year college. A
challenge of 2 and 4-year colleges for some students with ASD would be that they would need to
be high functioning to qualify and be accepted for enrollment. These types of colleges would
require students to be well supported and if the student is attending a school away from home,
independence would be necessary. If in-person classes are creating challenges, some college
course modalities can possibly be accommodated with online courses or in-home tutoring. In a
more traditional on-campus college setting, Shmulsky et al., (2015) described 6 transition
program guidelines that the college themselves had completed to support new students with
ASD:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Contact students and parents early
Orient small groups to campus early
Build alliances with parents
Select trained advisors
Predict and meet residential needs
Provide ongoing support during the first year
These practices described in the research were completed by the postsecondary institution

but they could all seemingly be prepared by the student and their family. The choice of advisors
would most likely not be an option but making the institution aware of the student’s ASD should
result in a thoughtful selection. The alliance with the institution may be especially beneficial.
Due to laws and regulations intended for privacy and confidentiality of the new adults, some
aspects of the student’s education may be restricted (tuition, health). Consent or disclosure forms
may be a necessary task before communication is allowed.
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Technical colleges are a practical option for many students with ASD. Some benefits of
choosing a technical education is that there are usually lower requirements than colleges, the
subject matter is more specific to the interests of the student, and usually involves classes with a
lower student to teacher ratio. Post-secondary technical colleges are great options for after high
school but as Michael Harvey pointed out, even high school vocational education courses can
lead to a higher chance of employment as a skilled worker which would mean higher wages
earned.
RECREATION & LEISURE
A student may not have a need in the area of recreation and leisure, but if a need is
determined by the IEP team, there are services that can be provided. Needs will be assessed
based on the IEP team’s knowledge of the student’s hobbies and interests or the lack thereof. A
need could be determined if the student displays a difficulty in or not participating in recreational
activities. Services for recreation and leisure are usually, but not always, provided in a life skills
or physical education course. These types of classes can help the student explore a wide variety
of activities that are possible to continue outside of the school setting. Recreation and leisure is
an encompassing section that could look differently depending on the individual but some
options include: joining clubs, participating in team sports, individual physical activities, creating
art, crafting, and outdoor activities, among so many others.
HOME LIVING
Home living is another required area to assess in creating a transition plan that a student
may not necessarily display a need for. Home living would be described as the skills needed to
successfully live independently. This broad definition is often categorized with a few smaller
areas such as hygiene, cooking, money management, etc. A life skills course would again be a
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most likely service provided to help students that have a need in home living. If needed, these
types of services would better help a student with ASD prepare for life on their own after leaving
school.
COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
The last transition area needed in an assessment is the community participation of the
student. Community participation is again another category where a need may not be found.
Similar to the daily living category, community participation is a broad category that includes
many possible types of areas. Examples of community participation needs are: using
transportation, knowledge of neighborhood, making appointments, identifying community
resources, among others. Transportation needs and identifying resources are typically the most
useful and pressing needs for students with ASD. Transportation is an aspect that depends on the
students abilities, some students will be working to obtain a permit then a driver’s license, while
others will be needing to learn to use public transportation.
TRANSITION SERVICE TRACKING
Keeping track of every category and their related services can be a difficult task in and of
itself. This graphic organizer created by Susan Barnard, a high school special education teacher,
is an excellent visual example of a transition plan template:
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CHAPTER IV: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
SUMMARY OF RESEARCH
Research concerning employment for students with ASD was the area of transition
planning that included the most available information. Despite being the area with most
information, there still was not a large amount of research about specific supports or
interventions that work for a wide range of students with ASD. Many articles cited the wide
range of abilities and skills within the ASD category as a reason for why interventions have not
been shown to be effective for every student with ASD. One article in particular asserted that
there has been no research studies to have been completed with a scientific method involving
transition employment interventions for students with ASD. A helpful chart from that article was
great in showing the different options that have been shown to be effective in qualitative or
anecdotal results. Examples of the reviewed research involved video modeling, audio coaching,
and participation in vocational and social skills training. These interventions had been shown to
possibly help prepare students with ASD for employment; unfortunately, data from other studies
had shown that students with ASD usually have one of the highest rates of unemployment within
disability groups.
Besides employment, transitioning into postsecondary education for students with ASD
was the other topic on which the majority of found research was focused. A challenge for
research involving postsecondary education would be the number of options available that would
qualify as postsecondary education. There are technical colleges, vocational schools, 2-year
colleges, and 4-year colleges that, again depending on the individual’s abilities, could be viable
options. Articles described how colleges have been seeing higher numbers of students with ASD
and have described the need to support and retain them to graduation. A technical school or
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vocational school is an option for students with disabilities in general as a means to help students
become skilled workers while enhancing their learning skills. Students with ASD with higher
levels of abilities are able to attend 2-year and 4-year colleges and have seen success when they,
their families, and the institution work together to provide ongoing support.
The limited number of scholarly articles involving home living, recreation and leisure,
and community participation is quite apparent. Usually these categories are included in articles
that involve the transition process as a whole, but not as the main feature of research. The article
that included the most information discussed important transition topics that would be essential
for students with ASD in learning to be independent. These essential topics involved selfawareness of personal interests and strengths, self-advocacy skills involving their necessary
accommodations, technology skills, and time management skills.
LIMITATION OF RESEARCH
As already mentioned, a limitation of the research for this project was the lack of articles
for topics specifically related to the transition areas of independent home living, recreation and
leisure, and community participation for students with ASD. Most research found were strictly
surrounding information about the employment and postsecondary education aspects of the
transition process. These areas are supremely important but for a student to be completely ready
for life after secondary school, there may be life skill needs that should be addressed in addition
to a career or preparing for a career.
One piece of information that most articles did address as a topic of concern was the
ineffectiveness of extrapolating interventions and support for students with ASD due to the vast
spectrum of abilities and skills. An article did try to alleviate such variation by using propensity
scores to try to even out compounding variables that affect postsecondary success. Variables
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such as the presence of another disorder, communication skills, social skills, self-care, and
cognitive abilities were addressed as affecting transition success. This statistical effort is
laudable but the authors in the discussion highlighted that the use of these propensity scores still
suggests readers to keep in mind that there are still other factors that could affect a student’s
transition success.
As with all topics that are continually ongoing, research should be completed that
includes information and data that is as recent as possible. Much of the research completed about
transition planning uses data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) that
uses data up to the year 2010. This indicates that most researchers in this field today are using
data that is at least 10 years old.
IMPLICATIONS OF FUTURE RESEARCH
Research to be completed in the future should attempt to utilize scientific research
methodology. This was an aspect that was lacking in most articles found which could end up
providing a practical and replicable solution to help students ASD transition to adulthood.
Ideally, there should be a large number of available, evidence-based supports and interventions
to choose from in addressing a student’s transition needs. Future research should be completed to
help prepare students in the areas of home living, recreation and leisure, and community
participation as there has been an inadequate amount of research in those categories. This
research is crucial to assisting the success of individuals with ASD who are on the extreme "low
functioning" end of the spectrum. These are people whose ability level may prevent them from
ever holding a job successfully and do not have a future in post-secondary educational settings.
As a result, home living, community participation, and recreation and leisure skills and data are
essential in assisting at their level of functioning and independence. A last type of future research
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to be completed could be supports/interventions for students with ASD that may be modified or
accommodated to any ability or skill level.
PROFESSIONAL APPLICATION
High school special education teachers, general education teachers, guidance counselors,
related service providers, parents, and the students themselves all have a role to play in preparing
students for life after school. This complex, ambiguous, and oftentimes uneasy period in the life
of a student with ASD will hopefully be made easier by the professionals assisting in creating a
transition plan. This project has been intended to be of use for those professionals who wish to
further their understanding and ability in creating these effective transition plans.
When I first had the idea for this project, I had been a high school teacher in a special
education class of multiple students with ASD. Three years went by and I was continually asking
myself if the program we had set up in our district was running as effectively as it possibly
could. Are the students in my classroom leaving their school system feeling ready to be
productive, lifelong learners? After three years of teaching at the high school level, I took a job
at a middle school in Oakdale, MN.
As of 2022, I work as a middle school resource teacher who teaches math for a majority
of the day. This project is being completed after four years at this middle school position and
despite not being in a high school, the transition process is still quite applicable. As stated earlier,
Minnesota students with an IEP must have transition area needs addressed by their 14th birthday
or the time they enter 9th grade. As a teacher of 7th and 8th graders, our special education
evaluations need to include transition information.
Unfortunately, what I see is that this is often the last piece to be completed and entered
into the IEP as an afterthought. Interviews are completed and information is provided but what I
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have typically seen is that due to the younger age of the student, thinking of life after high school
is “too far away”. For students with ASD, realistic goals and needs for transition need to begin as
they enter school to truly prepare with enough time. I hope to use the information I know now to
help students and parents understand the structure of transition planning and why it is important
to be actively involved in the process.
CONCLUSION
If “where do you see yourself in five years?” is such a ubiquitous job interview question,
it doesn’t seem preposterous to ask it concerning the prospects of a student with ASD in middle
school. As research has shown, early planning ensures the best results in employment and
postsecondary education. The IEP team working as an efficient, communicative group, has the
responsibility in determining the needs of the student who will help create annual goals for the
student. Services will be provided to assist the student in achieving those goals where a need has
been identified. As long as services are provided and goals continue to be met by the student
with ASD in the transition areas of employment, postsecondary education, independent home
living, recreation & leisure, and community participation, the student should be adequately
prepared to enter life after high school.
Transition planning is seemingly the ultimate goal of public education for all students.
Most every student will have uncertainty about their future after high school and what may come
of it. Specifically for students with ASD and their families, this uncertainty could create anxiety
or hopelessness that makes leaving schooling a worrisome, possibly even dreadful experience.
Having a thoughtful and explicit transition plan created by a team of professionals can help
alleviate such negative notions and hopefully even help this group of students feel excited about
their prospects.
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The research for this project was completed in order to help and guide such professionals
in creating effective transition plans to maximize the success rate of students with ASD.
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